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Ghost Stories
NATALIE ORGA

there.”

“I’m gonna sleep real quick, okay? Wake me up when we get

Lily scrunched up her navy blue windbreaker and pressed it
against the window, trying to use it as a cushion for her head. She
closed her eyes, exhaling exhaustion. I watched her body fold into her
fitful, liminal nap.
We were both still recovering from running to the train station — the wispy curls bordering her hairline were flattened against
her forehead with a sheen of sweat. Her freckled cheeks were flushed
crimson, the way they always are after any exertion — I’m Irish, bro,
what do you expect? she’d guffaw. Because of that genetic paleness,
even the slightest bump or scratch becomes a starkly contrasted
display of experience. As she let her arms rest limply on the table
between us, I could see circles of dark blue and purple appearing from
where her luggage had jostled against her skin. An eyelash rested on
her left cheek. I wanted to reach out and brush it away. I wanted to
hold her damp hands in both of mine.
Even now, after a shitty morning of sprinting through concrete
lobbies and subsisting off of watery coffee, there was something so
vigorous about her. It is one of my favorite things about my best friend
— she is so alive. She is never afraid to yell, or pant, or get food on her
face, or laugh too loudly. And now, I thought fondly, as the train shuddered to life and pulled away from the London station, she is not afraid
to pass out in public.
I settled back into the scratchy blue fabric of my seat and
scanned the aisle. No one looked distinctly threatening — a pair of
white-whiskered elderly men who side-eyed Lily and me when we’d
boarded, a middle-aged Indian man with his head bowed over a book,
and a plump woman with false eyelashes that fluttered as she swiped
a thumb across her cell phone screen. Most of them, like Lily and I,
were probably headed to Lancaster.
A green light blinked beside the automatic doors to the train
car, and I watched the two metal barriers glide apart. A woman with
tired eyes and a floral suitcase walked through. The doors shut again.
I tucked my arms behind my head and sighed. My therapist
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once said that’s the best way to breathe when you’re anxious — it
forces your diaphragm to engage. The technique didn’t help my anxious feelings, really, but it did make me feel like I was doing something
about them. No one could say I didn’t try.
I eyed the wax paper cup of coffee on the table before me. Even
a sickening overdose of milk and sugar hadn’t masked the burnt, silty
taste of the brew. I needed the caffeine, though. We had a long day
ahead of us in London, and I was too high-strung to nap in public.
I lifted the cup to my lips just as the green light on the door
blinked a second time. The doors slide apart. A tall, angular boy with
white-blonde hair stood between them, his hands tucked earnestly
under the straps of his backpack.
It was Steven.
My muscles froze in place, the air evacuating my lungs. Before I
could stop it, a memory closed around me, encasing me like an insect
in amber. I’m in Steven’s house, and it’s his birthday.
				
~
“You okay? Why aren’t you outside?”
Steven steps out of the bathroom, patting his hands dry on his
pants.
“Oh, yeah, I’m fine! I just thought someone should wait for you,”
I explain, feeling a little silly. When the rest of our friends had ambled
out to the bonfire, I’d lingered behind — it was Steven’s birthday
party, after all. Now, it dawns on me how strange I must seem, loitering outside the bathroom. I just didn’t want him to feel alone.
“Oh, you’re sweet!” he exclaims, beaming. As usual, he doesn’t
subject me to my own awkwardness. “Wanna hear a song?”
I nod eagerly. The child of two music teachers, Steven can play
almost any instrument with uncanny skill. He doesn’t like to show off,
so it’s a rare treat to hear him play.
“I think it’s one of your favorites if I’m not mistaken.” He cocks
one faint eyebrow at me playfully, strolling toward the corner of the
living room. His piano sits beside the backdoor, strewn with sheet music and scrap paper. I follow him, perching on the back of the armchair
nearby.
Steven’s house is comfortable, filled with warm, yellow light
and leather couches and instruments of all kinds. It smells of candles
and freshly-watered plants, mud from our sneakers, and bonfire
smoke drifting in from the open window.
“I play, you sing?” he asks, smirking.
“Absolutely not!”
“I know you can, I listen in choir class every day and in
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practice I—”
“Cut that shit out!” I cackle, shoving his shoulder.
“Someday I’ll hear you sing — mark my words!” he wags his finger
with exaggerated sternness.
“Yeah, you’ve been saying that,” I laugh, “Three years, and you’d
think you’d have moved on to bigger, better things.”
“Nope, still have no life! My goal remains!”
“Find a new one, then!”
“Never.”
Giggling, he sits down at the wobbly bench and spreads his long
fingers over the keys. He tests a few chords; the sound circles the welcoming silence. Muffled laughter emanates from behind the glass sliding door
beside us — our friends are pegging marshmallows at each other on the
lawn. He seems to be waiting for the words to say something, so I wait.
Steven and I have been dance partners for two years now. We are
always paired together — our long, lanky bodies match well, our coach
told us once. I am the lead dancer in our indoor Color Guard competition
team, and Steven, although a bit gangly and awkward, is great at lifting me.
Before that, he was my dance partner in the school musicals. After dancing
with someone every day of the week, you learn to fall into their rhythm.
And so, I keep quiet.
“Are you… okay?” he asks softly, “Like, are you happy?”
“What makes you think I’m not?” I raise my eyebrows, grinning.
“Did I not just win the prestigious ‘Most Cheerful’ award?”
He snorts. At the end of band camp, our coach had written an
“award” for each of us on the back of a paper plate. Mine now lay crumpled
at the back of my closet.
“You did, I’ll give you that. But I’m serious. If something were
wrong, you’d tell me, right?”
I smile, fidget on the armchair. I am still uncomfortable with this
kind of conversation — levity and humor still serve as my clumsy coping
mechanisms. People don’t ask me if I’m happy. They see my smile and assume.
“You’d tell me, wouldn’t you?” he demands. His eyebrows are
threatening to collide with his hairline.
“Yes, Steven. I’d tell you.” I half-laugh, half-sigh.
“Good.”
“Would you tell me? If you weren’t happy, I mean.”
Steven doesn’t hesitate. His teeth are as shiny and dazzling as his
favorite instrument, his beloved French horn.
“Of course. I would tell you.”
He begins to tap out the notes to a song, something agonizingly
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soft. It sounds like an ache in my chest.
“Promise?” I whisper. I don’t know why I doubt him, but I do.
“I promise.”
					~
For a moment, all I could do was stare. Steven was standing against
the side of the train car, his back to me. His hands were still folded in his
backpack straps like a little boy on his first day of school. It’s this gesture
that made me want to rush over to him, jump into his arms, and let him
catch me.
But of course, this boy in the train wasn’t really Steven — he looked
like him, but he couldn’t be him. He couldn’t be Steven, because Steven is
gone.
I struggled to stand, using my arms to heave myself away from the
table. The muscles in my legs were stony and rigid, and spots of color pin
pricked my vision. I couldn’t stop staring at the back of that boy’s head, the
head that looked so much like Steven’s, his hair identical to Steven’s platinum hair that used to gleam yellow during sticky bandcamp afternoons.
As if triggered by the memory, a bead of sweat slipped down my
spine. I turned away from not-Steven and started moving in the opposite
direction. The white-whiskered men stared at me as I clasped the back of a
seat to steady myself. All the sounds of the train sounded distant, muffled
as snowfall. I stumbled down the aisle toward the tiny train car bathroom
and yanked open the door.
Inside, I crumpled up like an old receipt. Hunched over the plastic
sink, head between my palms, I waited for my heartbeat to slow. My reflection loomed in front of me in a square of unwashed mirror, but I couldn’t
look at her.
Images rattled around in my bingo-cage mind, surfacing one by
one: the back of Steven’s head. The candle-warmth of his living room. His
hand squeezing mine as we made our way onto the stage. His disposable
camera flashing at me as he mutters, I just want to capture this moment. I
don’t want to forget it.
A churchyard in December.
No, I can’t go there.
But it’s too late, of course, because you can’t unknow the things you
know, and some moments are captured, even if you wish more than anything to forget them.
					~
I am curled on the floor of a laundry room in my freshman dorm,
my knees to my chest, my cellphone clamped to my ear.
“Bethany?” my voice is squeaky with anxiety. I hear Bethany
breathe in sharply over the phone; she knows what I’m about to ask.
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“Why am I seeing a fuck ton of posts on social media with
Steven’s picture?”
It is my first semester of college. Finals week. I could have
looked at the captions of those photos of Steven, but I hadn’t. My eyes
had flicked away from them all out of sheer instinct — the animal in
me protecting itself. I hadn’t spoken to Steven in a couple of weeks; as
college enveloped us both, our communication had become less frequent. Maybe he’d simply gotten a scholarship or won an award. Some
desperate part of my mind believes this — that it’s all okay, and I’m just
being anxious as usual. But another part of me — the colder, smarter
part — suspects something else. Either way, I have to find out. And
Bethany, one of my last remaining high school friends — she would
know.
“Bethany?”
There is a thick, shuddering silence.
“He’s dead, Natalie,” she whispers.
I can hear her crying distantly. I can smell the crisp, soapy odor
of dryer sheets. I can feel the dust motes tickling my nostrils, my lips.
But I’m not sure that I’m there.
“He killed himself. Last night.”
I can not respond.
Some part of me wants to scream like an animal, howl until my
throat bleeds. Another part wants to never make a sound again. A selfish voice in my head chants, Come back, come back, come back,
I need you.
“He went behind that church in Newark, and…” Bethany
choked, “Well, he found a gun.”
I can see him grinning at me across the choir room, pretending
to listen for my voice. I can hear the sound of that disposable camera
shutter clicking, feel him lifting me into the air while I jumped. I can
also taste the dust in the laundry room, smell the detergent. I must be
alive. But how can I be, if these two worlds exist together? How can
Steven be dead?
For a moment, a long, terrifying moment that lasts weeks,
months, years, I can hardly tell which of us was dead — Steven or me.
That’s what makes grief so terrible — it feels like dying in slow motion.
Like being pulled apart. Except you don’t get to die, in the end. You
have to keep going, and so does the pain.
“Natalie? Are you still there?”
The silence crackles between us.
“I’m not sure.”
				
~
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Later, while my older brother, Joseph, and I are sitting in his apartment, he tells me that everyone in the family had been trying to keep
Steven’s death from me. They didn’t want to distract me from final exams.
He tells me that exams were one of the reasons Steven killed himself in the
first place — extreme academic stress. He also tells me that he didn’t shoot
himself in the head like I’d been told before. Steven shot himself in the
stomach. He bled to death on the concrete behind that church, alone in the
middle of the night in December.
I punch Joseph as hard as I can when he tells me that.
				
~
That week, I decided to fail my final exams. Spectacularly. Steven
wasn’t there anymore, and it was partially because of those stupid tests. So I
thought, fuck them.
I got drunk before I took those finals, the very first finals of my college career. It was easy to do since I had stopped eating. Just a shot or two
of unflavored vodka, and I was burning and ready. I blitzed through the
tests quickly, headed back to my room, and slept hard. When I dreamed,
I saw Steven turning to me over his piano, asking if I was happy. Smiling,
saying he’d tell me if he were unhappy. Over and over again, like a mantra, I
heard him say it:
I promise.
Some days, I would type in his phone number and let it ring. Some
part of me thought I might hear a click, a voice, maybe even a recording. A
scrap of him to latch onto. I never did, of course — just the dial tone. One
morning, instead of hanging up, I left a message after the tone. I sang the
song that he played on the piano that night, the night of his birthday. My
voice was choked and sniffly. He would have laughed.
“I’ll sing for you every day if you come back,” I finished weakly. I
hung up the phone.
My final grades appeared on my transcript not long after. All A’s. I
laughed and laughed and laughed until all I could do was cry.
				
~
I wiped my sweaty palms on my pants and left the bathroom. Lily
was awake now, looking out the window, her hair mushed against her
cheek. When I slid into the booth across from her, she looked up.
“You’re back!”
I couldn’t help it — my eyes found the boy in the train car aisle.
This time, he was leaning against a wall, his face turned toward us. It wasn’t
Steven, of course. It was just another blonde boy who, for a moment, made
me wonder if I was alive or dead.
The real Steven would never see England. Or France. Or Scotland.
But I would see him in all of those places. I would see him at a cafe in
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Rome, laughing over a coffee. I would see him at the Opera House in Paris,
dressed in a suit that just didn’t suit him, at a park in London, trying to
coax a pigeon to his side, and once, I would see him behind a disposable
camera in Edinburgh. I just want to capture this. I don’t want to forget it.
Lily reached across the table and took my hand.
“Are you okay? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”
“I think I have.”
I couldn’t help but laugh at the accuracy of her statement. She
relaxed when she saw me smiling, but her forehead was still creased with
concern.
“Hey, you’re okay though?”
I nodded, and she squeezed my hand. I thought of Steven doing the
same thing before every performance, of the way he always tried to make
me feel better, to make me happy. Lily does the same, always. To have had
two such friends in my short life can only be described as incredible luck.
Although I can’t imagine ever feeling whole again in Steven’s absence, his
presence, his love, was a gift. It is a privilege to be haunted by him.
“I’m okay.”
“Promise?”
“I promise.”
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